A comprehensive approach to the menopause: so far, one size should fit all.
Although extensive studies have indicated that the benefits of hormone replacement therapy outweigh the risks, many women and health care providers have concerns about safety and side effects. Many alternative therapies are popular with patients, and menopausal women in the United States spent more than $600 million in 1999 alone purchasing these therapies. Several of the more commonly used alternative therapies for the menopause are critically appraised in this article. For women who choose not to take estrogen, and for those who do, the additional benefits of calcium, vitamin D, exercise, stress reduction, and different dietary and lifestyle adaptations may enhance the quality of life as they age. Although they have the potential for being effective and safe options, there has been limited clinical research for the other alternative therapies. Gynecologists and other health care providers should be aware of the lack of evidence for the effectiveness of most of these therapies when they address patient's questions and concerns. Our information about alternative therapies will increase in the coming years. Ultimately, the growing number of available treatment choices will allow individualization of the treatment. Nevertheless, until prospective studies with prolonged follow-up are conducted to evaluate the risks and benefits of different alternative therapies, hormone replacement therapy, which is better studied, will remain the treatment of first choice, and "one size fits all" will continue to describe the management plan for most peri- and postmenopausal women at least in the near future. After completion of this article, the reader will be able to summarize the various alternatives to hormonal therapy for menopausal symptoms, describe the effects of phytoestrogens in the management of menopausal symptoms, and explain the origin and clinical use of the more common herbal therapies.